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November 21, 2023 
Repeal CAPTA Workgroup - 2024 CAPTA Appropriations 

 
The Honorable Patty Murray, Chair The Honorable Kay Granger, Chair 
Senate Committee on Appropriations House Committee on Appropriations 
Washington, DC 20510 Washington, DC 20515 
 
The Honorable Susan Collins, Vice Chair The Honorable Rosa DeLauro, Ranking  
Senate Committee on Appropriations Member 
Washington, DC 20510 House Committee on Appropriations  
 Washington, DC 20515 

Dear Chair Murray, Chair Granger, Vice Chair Collins, and Ranking Member DeLauro: 

The Repeal CAPTA Workgroup is a national coalition that centers the leadership and expertise of people who 
have been impacted by the child welfare system and works to end the devastating effects of the Child Abuse 
Prevention and Treatment Act (CAPTA) on children, families, and communities. This letter is intended to 
communicate a deep concern and opportunity on behalf of a broad, bi-partisan coalition that works to support 
public policy approaches that keep families strong and together with community support. 

In FY2023, federal funding under CAPTA was $214 million, including $105 million for state child welfare 
agency grants, $71 million for community-based grants, and $38 million for research and technical assistance. 
There is broad, bi-partisan agreement that many of the requirements and activities included in CAPTA do not 
and have not had the effect of preventing or treating child abuse. Moreover, as emphasized by the proposed 
Family Poverty is Not Neglect Bill (H.R. 573), the system is not designed to address poverty, which is a primary 
driver of families into the child welfare system. To prevent unnecessary and harmful system involvement, 
federal funding must be reoriented to prioritize anti-poverty approaches that promote community-based 
resources and truly support the safety, stability, and well-being of children in their families. 

As a first step, we recommend right-sizing CAPTA appropriations by reallocating funding from Title I 
(state grants) to Title II (Community-Based Child Abuse Prevention–CBCAP) and increasing funding for 
CBCAP grants to at least $500 million. 

This reallocation should include clear eligibility and implementation criteria to ensure that federal dollars 
provided under CAPTA, and their state and local matches, are used for direct financial and material support for 
families and communities historically targeted for family policing free of requirements that presume risk of 
child abuse and neglect. Reallocating federal funds from state grants to CBCAP and increasing funding for 
community-driven supports directly aligns with the public policy approach identified in the National Academy 
of Sciences’ (“NAS”) 2019 congressionally commissioned report, A Roadmap to Reducing Child Poverty. The 
NAS recommendations suggest robust funding for family support can substantially reduce the number of 
children whose lives are disrupted and destabilized by unnecessary, ineffective, expensive, and harmful state 
interventions encouraged by CAPTA. 

In the letter that follows, we discuss the damage inflicted on children and families by CAPTA’s surveillance 
and reporting requirements and by equating actionable child abuse with conditions of poverty and lack of access 
to necessary child-rearing resources. We end with a detailed proposal to begin reorienting priorities by 
reallocating CAPTA appropriations to promote child and family well-being through community-based support.   
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November 21, 2023 
Repeal CAPTA Workgroup - 2024 CAPTA Appropriations 

 
The Honorable Patty Murray, Chair The Honorable Kay Granger, Chair 
Senate Committee on Appropriations House Committee on Appropriations 
Washington, DC 20510 Washington, DC 20515 
 
The Honorable Susan Collins, Vice Chair The Honorable Rosa DeLauro, Ranking  
Senate Committee on Appropriations Member 
Washington, DC 20510 House Committee on Appropriations  
 Washington, DC 20515 

Dear Chair Murray, Chair Granger, Vice Chair Collins, and Ranking Member DeLauro: 

This letter outlines the routine and destructive state intervention into the lives of millions of children and 
families facilitated by the Child Abuse Prevention and Treatment Act (CAPTA).  The letter ends with a detailed 
proposal for ending the harm CAPTA currently causes and reallocating CAPTA appropriations to promote child 
and family well-being through community-based support.  

The Repeal CAPTA Workgroup is a national coalition1 guided by the leadership and expertise of people 
impacted by the family policing system (often referred to as the child welfare system)2 and works to end the 
devastating effects of CAPTA on children, families, and communities.3 Our very name may come as a shock. 
Who would want to repeal CAPTA? To paraphrase the bill’s original sponsor, Senator Walter Mondale, “No 
one is in favor of child abuse.” But to get his bill passed, Mondale ignored warnings that CAPTA’s approach, 
rooted in surveillance of marginalized communities and punishment of families living in poverty, was doomed 
to fail.4 After CAPTA passed, Mondale himself expressed concerns, noting that the act was intended “to 
address the problems of the most severely threatened and abused children” and not “the much more complicated 
and difficult problem of child neglect.” 5 Particularly alarmed about the expansion of mandatory reporting to 
suspicions of neglect, Mondale warned that “psychological and social judgements about children and families. . 
could result in an unwarranted intrusion of the government into family life” and stressed government’s 
responsibility to “safeguard families – particularly those who are poor and from minority groups – from being 
enveloped in a  system which may label them permanently as criminals or deviants; and which may lack the 
resources to provide services even if they are legitimately required.”6 Those concerns were prescient: CAPTA 
not only fails to prevent or treat child abuse, but its core requirements – mandated reporting, investigation, 
prosecution, and “treatment” - facilitates unconstitutional government overreach and intrusion into the lives of 
families, and separates millions of children from their families under the guise of protecting them. 
 
In FY2023, federal funding under CAPTA was $214 million, including $105 million for state child welfare 
agency grants, $71 million for community-based grants, and $38 million for research and technical assistance.7 
As emphasized by the proposed Family Poverty is Not Neglect bill, H.R. 573,8 poverty is a primary driver of 
children into the system.9 Yet, the current CAPTA allocation ratio encourages states to spend more money on 
surveillance, investigation, prosecution, and family separation than on the provision of community and family 
strengthening resources to support children’s safety, health, and wellbeing.  
 
As you begin work on the FY2024 Labor, Health and Human Services, and Education Appropriations 
bill, we strongly urge you to reorient federal funding under CAPTA to prioritize anti-poverty approaches 
that truly support the safety, stability, and well-being of children in their families. As a first step, we 
recommend right-sizing CAPTA appropriations by:  
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● Cutting funding from Title I (state grants), moving these funds to Title II (Community-Based 
Child Abuse Prevention–CBCAP), and increasing funding for CBCAP grants to at least $500 
million.  

● Including clear eligibility and implementation criteria to ensure that:  
○ Federal dollars are used for direct financial and material support for families and 

communities historically targeted for family policing,  
○ Financial and material support is accessible without requirements that presume risk of 

child maltreatment,  
○ State child welfare agencies are eliminated from the list of lead agencies for disseminating 

CBCAP funds.  
 
Reallocating federal funds from state grants to CBCAP and increasing funding for community-driven family 
supports untethered to presumptions of child maltreatment aligns with recommendations identified in the 
National Academy of Sciences’ (NAS) 2019 congressionally commissioned report, A Roadmap to Reducing 
Child Poverty.10  The NAS recommendations suggest robust funding for family support can substantially reduce 
the number of children whose lives are disrupted and destabilized by child protective services involvement and 
family separation.11 And, because Title II doesn’t have the onerous policing requirements of Title I, states 
would be incentivized to embrace innovative approaches to bolster family support and end reliance on family 
separation as a primary state intervention. Indeed, we emphasize that we support transferring the funds 
from Title I to Title II, but strongly oppose any effort to attach Title I’s policing requirements to Title II. 
 

BACKGROUND  
 

I. The Family Policing Problem: Over-Surveilled and Under-Resourced 
 
CAPTA’s current orientation toward policing and regulation of families does not prevent child abuse or neglect. 
Nor does it promote child “safety, permanency, and wellbeing” - the stated objectives of the so-called “child 
welfare” system.12 In fact, CAPTA’s requirements prioritize surveillance, prosecution, and punitive oversight of 
families living in under-resourced communities and have the effect of destabilizing families and making 
children less safe. Our proposal to shift federal funding under CAPTA from family policing to family support is 
grounded in the reality that the system perpetually harms children and families living in poverty. This is 
especially true for Black, Indigenous, and Latinx/Hispanic communities.13  
 
The Administration for Children and Families (ACF) recently acknowledged the urgent imperative to change 
course from the destructive history of family policing codified in Title I of CAPTA in its June 1, 2023 Notice of 
Funding Opportunity (“NOFO”) entitled Field-Initiated Approach to Addressing Racial Bias and Inequity in 
Child Welfare.14 ACF acknowledged that the child protective services (“CPS”) system spawned by CAPTA “is 
responsible for many structural barriers and racial biases that have contributed to family dysfunction, 
separation, and destruction under the guise of safety and well-being” and recognized that families entangled in 
the system “are often embarking on a seemingly continuous journey of surveillance, interruption, removal, and 
for many, eventual breakdown, leading to lasting adverse outcomes impacting generations.” To address these 
state-inflicted, multi-generational threats to children and families, ACF proposes to “move strategically towards 
eliminating the existing structures that harm” and “work to further support families and care for children by 
strengthening and expanding community-based efforts that already exist and launching new initiatives.”15  
 
Internationally, America’s family policing system’s racialized impact is a major human rights concern.16 The 
United States is a signatory to the International Convention to Eliminate All Forms of Racial Discrimination. In 
Fall 2022, the United Nations Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination (CERD) noted that racial 
minorities in the U.S. routinely face more invasive levels of surveillance, investigations, and family separations 
and are less likely to be reunified with their families than white children.17 In its Concluding Observations, the 
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CERD urged the U.S. to take proactive steps toward eliminating discrimination in the family policing system, in 
part by amending or repealing laws such as CAPTA, noting specifically the harmful impacts of the system on 
Black children and families.18 The United Nations Human Rights Committee, in its Fall 2023 review of United 
States’ obligations under the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, noted the high number of 
children separated from their families and “the overrepresentation of children belonging to racial and ethnic 
minorities in the child welfare system, in particular children of African descent and indigenous children,” and 
also called on the United States government to amend or repeal CAPTA.19 
 
II. “Surveillance Is Not Support”: Harms of Mandated Reporting  

 
One in three children in the United States, and over half (53%) of all Black children, will be subjected to 
a child protective services (CPS) investigation by age 18. Nearly 8 million children were referred to a child 
maltreatment hotline in 2019. Nearly half of these reports failed to satisfy the requirements for the state to 
initiate an investigation. Of the 3 million children whose cases were investigated, more than 80% were 
found not to have been abused or neglected.20 These numbers demonstrate that the vast majority of 
investigations initiated through the reporting system mandated by CAPTA are not only unnecessary but actively 
endanger the safety and well-being of children and their families.  
 
CAPTA’s reporting requirement subjects families to unnecessary surveillance and results in massive 
overreporting, but does not protect children, improve detection of maltreatment, or promote access to resources 
or family strengthening supports. Instead, these reports instigate criminal-like investigations that expose 
children to traumatizing strip searches (strongly condemned by the American Bar Association),21 and 
threatening and terrifying warrantless home entries by CPS agents – often accompanied by armed police22 -  
that intrude on the privacy and sanctity of the home and children’s bodies in violation of the US Constitution.23 
During the pandemic, reports of maltreatment declined; this decrease in reports did not signal a rise in instances 
of child abuse.24 Data from this period demonstrate that mandated reporting does not make children safer but 
instead exposes children to life-long trauma inflicted by punitive and unhelpful “child welfare services” 
delineated by CAPTA and other federal laws.  
 
Moreover, mandated reporting makes children less safe by deterring families from accessing resources that truly 
prevent and treat harm. CAPTA’s mandatory reporting provisions create and perpetuate a culture of fear and 
mistrust of community social service providers, discouraging many parents who may want or need help from 
seeking it.25 Moving funds from Title I to Title II, along with excluding state child welfare/child protection 
agencies from among the list of approved lead agencies for managing Title II funds,26 will have the salutary 
effect of reducing the culture of fear and mistrust that has resulted from overreliance on surveillance, reporting, 
and investigation, and will send the message that federal and state public policy and resources must focus on 
family and community strengthening approaches untethered from the threat of unnecessary state interventions 
and family separation.  
 
III. “Poverty is Not Neglect”: From Punishing Poverty to Supporting Children and Families  
 
CAPTA’s vague definition of “abuse and neglect,” has allowed for wide variation in state interpretations of 
these terms. These vague definitions  have led to the routine equation of conditions of poverty as child neglect, 
reinforcing states’ reliance on policing families rather than providing material support. As Senator Walter 
Mondale predicted, instead of acknowledging lack of access to quality food, housing, childcare, healthcare, 
mental health supports and other necessities as systemic failures rooted in inequality and racism, child welfare 
agencies and courts label parents “unfit” and hold them personally responsible and fail to assist in mitigating 
these conditions.27  
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PROPOSAL 
 
Reallocate CAPTA Appropriations to Promote Child and Family Well-being Through Community-Based 
Support 
 
Directing CAPTA funding to CBCAP programs will begin to rectify the aforementioned injustices by providing 
strong economic support directly to children and families in communities historically deprived of necessary 
resources.28 Commissioned by Congress, the 2019 report by the National Academy of Sciences (NAS), A 
Roadmap to Reducing Child Poverty, identifies recommendations related to, among other things, safety net, 
child allowance, and child support programs.29 Building from the NAS report, a recent Casey Family Programs 
study suggests that some combination of these recommendations could cut the number of CPS investigations by 
more than one-third (up to 1.2 million fewer investigations annually). This would result in 23,000 fewer 
children being taken from their families,30 and could significantly reduce racial disproportionality.31 While we 
recognize that enacting these recommendations is beyond the scope of CAPTA appropriations, we raise it here 
because the continued privileging of onerous policing and surveillance requirements of Title I would undercut 
the effectiveness of these essential reforms.  Therefore, shifting funding out of Title I would be an essential step 
in bolstering the success of our core recommendation to increase CBCAP funding. 
 

RATIONALES  
 
Below, we outline three rationales for our proposal to reallocate funding from state grants to CBCAP 
grants. These rationales reflect the Repeal CAPTA Workgroup’s goal of ending unnecessary and harmful 
policing and regulation of families and increasing access to resources that meet the needs and aspirations of 
Black, Indigenous, Latine/Latinx, and economically disadvantaged children and families who have been 
historically targeted by CAPTA’s CPS system.  Our proposal to shift funding from Title I and increase funding 
for Title II is grounded in respect for constitutionally recognized rights of family integrity and autonomy, and 
community self-determination, and aims to: 1) increase families’ access to direct support and material benefits, 
2) reduce the power and harm of the family policing system, 3) support family integrity, parental decision-
making, and community self-determination, and 4) promote healing, redress, and repair for system-impacted 
children, parents, families, and communities.  
 
1. Reallocating funding from Title I to Title II (CBCAP) will increase child and family safety, health, 

and well-being while reducing harms to children, families, and communities–especially those who are 
Black, Indigenous, LGBTQIA+, disabled, and from other marginalized groups. 

 
Cutting funding from Title I will send a clear signal to the states that Congress is committed to prioritizing child 
wellbeing, family integrity, and family unity over the reporting, investigating, prosecuting, and separating of 
families. In fiscal year 2020, state and local child welfare agencies spent an estimated $31.4 billion on “child 
welfare activities”32 using a combination of federal, state, local, and other funds. States spent an astounding 
82% on activities that support surveillance, investigation, and separation of children from their families.33 Only 
14% of the funding was spent on financial support and prevention, the vast majority of which went to 
caseworker visits and ineffective “skill-based” programming for parents (“parenting classes”) instead of 
supporting children and families’ material and social needs.34  
 
Shifting funding from state grants to CBCAP, with eligibility criteria and implementation requirements 
untethered from presumptions of child maltreatment or the risk of child maltreatment, will send a strong 
message to the states that Congress prioritizes public-private partnerships that increase families’ access to  
direct financial and material benefits, thereby reducing the threatened and actual harm caused by family 
policing system intervention.  
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Forced family separation causes trauma and lifelong harm to children.35 A stark example of the devastating 
effects of child removal is states’ implementation of the Comprehensive Addiction and Recovery Act (CARA), 
added to CAPTA in 2016. CARA requires that states have “plans of safe care.” Countless traumatic separations 
of newborn babies from their parents - often moments after birth - are being carried out in the name of CARA. 
This is the case despite a growing consensus that the most effective treatment for newborns exposed to 
substances is close contact with their mothers. 36 Tearing infants away from their mothers under CARA’s “plans 
of safe care” in the name of child abuse prevention has been clearly revealed as sophistry. The destructive 
consequences of this ill-considered policy is documented most recently in the New York Times Magazine.37 
 
Once separated, many children experience severe trauma in the foster system. Children taken from their 
families regularly sleep on the floors of child welfare offices, languish in psychiatric or juvenile detention 
facilities while awaiting appropriate placements, and are subjected to physical, emotional, and other abusive 
treatment by foster custodians and facilities.38 Indeed, states meet “few of the performance standards 
established by the federal Children’s Bureau” to assess “safety, permanency, and well-being outcomes for 
children and families who receive services through the child welfare system.”39 

 
Data show that neighborhoods with the highest child poverty rates also see the highest rates of family policing 
investigations, which are “the front door” to child removal and family separation.40 Living in poverty does not 
render parents unable to care for their children—and  marginalized communities do not engage in substance use 
at higher rates than wealthy, white communities.41 Yet, the government’s response is to add more layers of 
trauma to marginalized communities through intrusive and dehumanizing investigations, prolonged and 
disruptive court prosecutions, child removal, family separation, and legal termination of children’s familial 
rights (“termination of parental rights”). 
 
2. Prioritizing the safety and health of all children, families, and communities requires dismantling 

CAPTA’s ineffective family policing framework and instead providing responsive, concrete resources 
and direct financial support for families and communities that have been historically disenfranchised 
and targeted by the system. 

 
As outlined above, CAPTA’s current funding framework prioritizes reporting, investigation, court prosecution, 
out-of-home placement, and legal severing of children’s family bonds over providing direct material support to 
families and communities. The system is not designed nor equipped to provide basic life necessities or to 
enhance the environmental conditions necessary for children to thrive. Yet we spend billions of dollars to 
investigate families and maintain children with substitute caregivers and in group homes while grassroots 
organizations that successfully support children and families to thrive are chronically underfunded. In many 
neighborhoods targeted for family policing, there are community groups and organizations working to provide 
concrete resources and material support, nurture social connections, and help children and families in times of 
crisis. However, these groups often struggle to survive because they are blocked from accessing federal and 
state dollars due to insufficient funding, onerous and unattainable criteria, and unduly complicated processes. 
 
Reallocating funding from state grants to CBCAP would strengthen and multiply community assets by investing 
in local projects and organizations. Investing federal dollars into groups that are embedded in communities and 
responsive to the needs of disadvantaged families is necessary to normalize a caring and resource-driven 
approach, free of surveillance and regulation, that truly meets the needs and aspirations of children and families 
historically targeted by the system.  
 
We propose that this reallocation be accompanied by requirements that funding decisions are made through a 
community-led grant-making process to ensure that families can determine the kinds of resources they want in 
their neighborhoods. Critical to the success of this reorientation is ensuring that CBCAP funding is not 
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administered by state or local child welfare agencies or made contingent on eligibility requirements based on 
presumptions of child maltreatment.  
 
Our goal is to ensure the safety of children by fostering healthy families and communities. Achieving this goal 
will  require the continued leadership of children and parents who have lived experience and expertise.  
 
This new approach to CBCAP funding should result in:  
 

● Elimination of onerous and unnecessary eligibility and process criteria that prohibit small 
organizations/initiatives from receiving government funding;   

● Investment in organizations that have community trust and do not have ties to the family policing 
system;   

● Centering community expertise, particularly that of system-impacted parents, youth, and family 
members in budget decisions;   

● Intentional investment in the social fabric; for example, using an asset-based community 
development model to build social capital and collective action;   

● Development of long-term community capacity to support organizational growth and sustainability;   
● Reduction in the likelihood of family policing system intervention   

This reorientation and reallocation of CAPTA funding will not only support healthy families and thriving 
children; it will save money and put our public resources to better use in the long term. Investing in families 
and in neighborhoods can reduce health disparities, improve educational outcomes, and reduce the well-
documented harms of family policing on economically and resource-deprived American families. 
 

CONCLUSION 
 
CAPTA employs a framework that not only inflicts traumatic surveillance, disruption, and separation on 
families, but also fails to meet its stated goal of protecting children. We therefore urge that you reallocate 
funding from Title I (state grants) into Title II (CBCAP) with specific criteria to ensure that funding goes 
directly to support the safety, health, and well-being of families and communities.   
 
Thank you for your consideration. Please do not hesitate to contact info@RepealCAPTA.org with any questions 
or to discuss further. 
 
Sincerely, 
The Repeal CAPTA Workgroup 
Website: https://www.repealcapta.org/ 
 
 
  

https://www.repealcapta.org/
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